The growth of a hospital, 1838 to 1948: Belfast and its Infirmary by unknown
The Ulster Medical Joumal, Volume 55, No. 1, pp. 93 - 96, April 1986.
Book reviews
The growth of a hospital, 1838 to 1948: Belfast and Its Infirmary. By D H Craig. (pp vii, 99.
Illustrated. £15.00). Belfast: Brough, Cox & Dunn, 1985.
In 1973 the author, in his presidential address to the Ulster Medical Society, and under the title
A history of the Belfast City Hospital, gave a well researched and absorbingly interesting account of
that hospital from its planning in 1838 to the beginning ofthis century (UlsterMedJ 1974; 43: 1-14).
The narrative was skilfully interwoven with the social history of Belfast, since the hospital had
throughout its existence to meet the many challenges of the poverty, hardship and rampant diseases
of the time.
Mr Craig has continued his researches through the old minute books of the Poor Law Guardians and
other documents, and this book contains much new material in a fresh and well organised form. It
brings the record from the beginning up to 1948 and the advent of the Northern Ireland Hospitals
Authority.
This is an important historical work and should be read by all interested in our town and the way in
which thousands of our forefathers, driven by need and hardship, crowded into a booming industrial
area, lived in appalling housing and suffered and died, often in thousands, in epidemics. It narrates
how the Poor Law Guardians behaved, perhaps reasonably well and compassionately by the harsh
standards of the time. It shows how a small number of our profession struggled to treat many seriously
ill and dying patients in grossly overcrowded and insanitary wards and plagued by a chronic water
shortage. It describes how nursing services, developed from the crude help available from workhouse
inmates and through the often unselfish efforts of grossly overworked and underpaid nurses and
attendants, managed to emerge with trained staff and a modern school of nursing. The human failings
and shortcomings of many are recorded, but on the whole this is a heartening record of achievement.
The hospital story begins when the Guardians went beyond their remit and installed six beds for sick
inmates in the workhouse. These were soon increased to over a hundred. Ultimately the hospital
became one of the largest in the Kingdom. Dr Thomas Andrews, later to become the distinguished
chemist and a Fellow of the Royal Society, was the first physician. Destitute people from the country-
side and paupers returned by authorities in Scotland and England brought epidemics of typhus,
relapsing fever and cholera and one in five of the population died. The workhouse infirmary shared
these problems with the other hospitals of the town well into the mid-century.
In 1861 a new Poor Law allowed poor people, as distinct from destitute persons, to be admitted to the
hospital. Smallpox became a relatively more important problem, and, as the century advanced, chest
infections and tuberculosis, both products of overcrowding and poor working conditions, made
increasing demands. The excessively high incidence oftyphoid fever in Belfast around the turn of the
century, and the related appalling housing and defective water supply are well described.
In this century conditions improved slowly. The heavy workload in surgery sustained by Dr Joseph
Fulton is acknowledged, and there is a delightful account of his colourful personality. After the First
World War, epidemics of measles and scarlet fever were followed by the more serious epidemics of
influenza and acute encephalitis lethargica (sleepysickness). A graphic description ofthe latter is given
with what must be a firsthand account ofthe behaviour of survivors who remained convalescent in the
hospital until 1948. Chapters record problems with mental disease and epileptics and with children in
the care of the Guardians. In 1880 a quarter of those under the age of 12 died, but the Government
Inspector considered this in no marked contrast with other large towns. Well balanced chapters on the
development of the nursing services and on the struggles to admit medical students precede the final
chapter. This describes briefly the appointment of specialists to the visiting staff and progress to a
modern hospital.
The book is well illustrated with photographs of the other buildings and the new hospital and of many
of the visiting medical staff over the years. The presentation, printing and binding are a credit to the
printers. All who are interested in the history of this town and, especially, all interested in medical
history here and elsewhere, must welcome without reservation this valuable book. JEM
Complications of total joint replacement. By Neville R M Kay. (pp 265. Illustrated. £18.50).
London: Bailliere Tindall, 1985. (Complications in surgery series).
This is the latest of a series of publications on the complications of surgery. The author is an
orthopaedic surgeon in Sheffield who has been writing on complications of joint replacement since
1973. This topic is the subject of an increasing number of publications in keeping with the increase in
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